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Transforming organizational leadership: A schema change perspective 
 
Abstract 
Successful organizational transformation typically requires transformed leadership; that is, 
fundamental changes in the implicit leadership schema that underpin observed organizational 
leadership practice. The purpose of this study is to elaborate leadership schema change theory 
by investigating a case study in which the CEO of a public infrastructure organization sought 
to transform traditional organizational leadership to facilitate wider organization 
transformation. Data were generated through focus groups and semi-structured interviews at 
four points over a three-year period. Our findings suggest that (a) change leader initiatives do 
not necessarily activate the cognitive processing required to achieve leadership schema 
change, (b) collective schema change, defined in terms of the system of beliefs and values 
underlying the new leading-managing schema did not occur, however, (c) sub-schema change 
did occur. The research contributes to existing literature on implicit leadership schema 
change in three main ways. First, we provide a schema change framework to guide current 
and future research on schema change. Second, we highlight the role that both change leader 
initiatives and individual and social processing play in schema change. Finally, we stress the 
role of teleological processes in leadership schema change. 
 
Keywords: schema change, change leadership, public sector 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
One of the fundamental paradoxes of transformational change lies in the relationship between 
organizational leadership and successful organization transformation. Organizational 
transformation (OT) implies not just change in formal organizational arrangements and 
behavior but also change in individual and shared organization belief systems or schemas that 
maintain and reinforce formal organizational arrangements (Bartunek and Moch, 1987; Levy, 
1986). Successful change at this level relies on organizational leadership; organizational 
leaders are the sense-givers (Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007; Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991), they 
interpret and teach organizational members how to think and feel in relation to organizational 
issues and events (Schein, 2010; Tichy and Cardwell, 2004). Yet, organizational leadership is 
typically imbued with implicit leadership schemas more congruent with the traditional 
organization, not the transformed organization. If OT is to be successful then there must be 
joint transformation of implicit leadership schemas or theories and organizational schemas 
(e.g. Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Bartunek and Moch, 1987). 
 
Leadership schemas have an important influence on the practice of organizational leadership 
(Shondrick, Dinh and Lord, 2010). For example, leaders who believe implicitly that 
subordinates should obey directions without question will find it difficult to develop new 
beliefs and values (and practice) in more collegiate leadership (see, for example, Argyris, 
1983). Similarly, subordinates who believe implicitly that leaders should provide strong 
direction will find it difficult to develop new beliefs supporting open two-way interaction 
with their leaders, even though it might benefit them to do so (Labianca et al., 2000). Yet, in 
this context, both leader and subordinate would find order and predictability in direction 
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giving and direction taking, yet their interactions are unlikely to be congruent with beliefs in 
collegiate leadership which is often prescribed in contemporary OT (Beer, 1999). 
 
While there is typically a significant investment in leadership development as an element of 
OT (Day, Zaccaro and Halpin, 2004) very little attention has been given to understanding 
how and in what circumstances collective (leaders and followers) implicit leadership schemas 
change, or even if they can change (Epitropaki and Martin, 2004). Two literatures inform 
research on this issue. The literature on Implicit Leadership Theory (ILT) focuses, for 
example, on using implicit leadership schemas to predict leadership effectiveness ratings 
(Shondrick, Dinh and Lord, 2010; Schyns and Meindl, 2005) though gives little attention to 
leadership schema change (Epitropaki and Martin, 2004 is a notable exception). The more 
general schema change literature has focused on schema change in cognitive categories 
related to organizational purpose schema (Bartunek, 1984), organizational decision making 
schema (Labianca, Gray and Brass, 2000) and organizational structure schema (Balogun and 
Johnson, 2004) and has given no attention to leadership schema change. 
 
The purpose of this study is to elaborate leadership schema change theory by investigating a 
case study in which a CEO of a public infrastructure organization sought to transform prior 
beliefs about organizational leadership to facilitate wider organization transformation. The 
research contributes to the literature on implicit leadership schema change in three main 
ways. First, we provide a schema change framework to guide current and future research on 
schema change. Second, we highlight the role that both change leader initiatives and 
individual and social processing play in schema change. Finally, we stress the role of 
teleological processes in leadership schema change. 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 
From the perspective of managerial and organizational cognition, organizational members 
make sense of their environments by creating cognitive categories and then developing 
schema or cognitive structures to flesh out these categories (Narayanan, Zane and Kemmerer, 
2011; Walsh, 1995). Formally, schemas are the ‘generalized cognitive structures or 
frameworks that people use to impose structure on and impart meaning to some particular 
event or domain’ (Bartunek 1993, p. 327). By implication, leadership schemas are the 
cognitive structures used to structure and impart meaning to leadership. 
 
As indicated earlier, the literature on leadership schema change is sparse. In the implicit 
leadership literature only one empirical study consistent with our research could be located. 
Epitropaki and Martin (2004) investigated, as a part, whether the addition of a new leader 
influenced organizational members’ implicit leadership theories and found it did not. They 
concluded that implicit leadership theories are very stable and difficult to change. If 
supported this finding augers badly for successful organization transformation initiatives. 
 
In the more general schema change literature, three theoretical perspectives on schema 
change dynamics have emerged. Bartunek (1993; 1984) argues that schema change is 
facilitated by dialectical processes. When change leaders frame new schema, some groups 
will align themselves with the new schema and others with the traditional schema (Bartunek, 
1993). This differentiation triggers inter-schema conflict and the potential, over some 
significant period of time, for synthesis of old and new schemas. Bartunek (1984) argues that 
norms that support participative dialogue facilitate dialectical processes and schema change 
and their absence hinders change (Bartunek and Reid, 1992). Other researchers have 
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extended our understanding of dialectical processes. For example, Poole, Gioia and Gray 
(1989) argue that coercion plays a role in some schema change contexts. Dent (1992) 
indicates that in conflict-averse contexts, conflict may have to be generated to create belief 
change. 
 
Labianca et al. (2000), in the context of efforts to change organizational decision making 
schema, argue that it is first at the level of individual cognition that schema change occurs 
and, subsequently, in the social negotiation of a shared organizational schema; conflict or 
dialectical processes are not involved. Instead, the schema change process involves a change 
recipient engaged in an iterative comparison of what is espoused and what is practiced. 
Labianca et al. (2000) found in their case research evidence of decision-making schema 
change. The change, unlike the synthesis of new and old schema found in Bartunek’s (1993) 
study, involved a sudden replacement of the old decision making schema by the new schema. 
 
Finally, Balogun and Johnson (2004) argue that schema change can be produced by forcing 
‘a break from the past’ (specifically organizational restructuring), such that pre-existing 
schemas are rendered obsolete or irrelevant. If pre-existing schemas no longer support 
sensemaking, organizational members need to develop new schema based on current, rather 
than past experience. In these circumstances, organizational members do not evaluate new 
information in the light of pre-existing schemas. Consequently, there is no interplay of old 
and new schemas and no dialectical process to trigger change; new organizational schemas 
evolve from ongoing experience. 
 
The implications of these studies for changing leadership schema have yet to be tested. The 
present research provides an opportunity to explore schema change dynamics in the context 
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of efforts to embed a new leading-managing schema as a key means of transforming a 
technically oriented public professional organization. 
 
In this section we provide a general schema change framework that draws on and extends 
prior research on schema change (see Figure 1). The framework has three interrelated 
elements; (1) what leaders do to trigger schema change (top-down change component), (2) 
what organizational members do in response to change leader interventions (the bottom-up 
change component) and (3) schema change outcomes. 
 
FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 
 
 
From the top-down perspective of the change leader, we argue that three conditions are 
necessary for schema change. First, the change leader must determine that pre-existing 
implicit leadership schemas do not provide a useful representation of leadership required in 
new circumstances. Second, the effective change leader must frame a new leadership schema 
more congruent with new circumstances. Third, the leader must make decisions about how to 
juxtapose the new leadership schema with the incongruent implicit pre-existing schema 
(Bartunek, 1993), given that organizational members inevitably seek to understand new 
information through the lens of the pre-existing schema. Very little research has addressed 
this issue. Three main strategies seem most likely. For example, the change leader can (1) 
ignore the pre-existing leadership schema and emphasize the new schema, (2) criticize the 
pre-existing leadership schema and indicate how much better the new is, (3) “hold both” 
schemas simultaneously and facilitate a negotiated outcome (Bartunek, 1993). 
 
From the perspective of members of the target group, five key cognitive processes are 
involved. First, schema change requires activation of the pre-existing implicit leadership 
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schema. Second, once activated, the individual must represent the new information, 
frequently in contrast with the pre-existing schema (Isabella, 1990). Third, there is a process 
of cognitive comparison as the individual seeks to make sense of what the new schema means 
in relationship to the old schema (Labianca et al, 2000). Fourth, the individual seeks to 
reconcile the competing schema, resulting in schema change or the reinforcement of the pre-
existing schema. These four cognitive processing functions are strongly influenced by social 
processes, for example dialectical processes (Bartunek, 1984) and communication norms 
(Bartunek and Reid, 1992) as well as opportunities such as forums and networks to allow 
individuals to engage in these processes (Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Labianca et al (2000). 
 
Three main types of schema change outcomes have been identified. First, schema change can 
take the form of an acceptable synthesis of pre-existing and new leading-managing schema 
(Bartunek, 1984). Second, schema change can involve the replacement of pre-existing with 
new schema (Labianca et al., 2000; Balogun and Johnson, 2004). Finally, schema change can 
take the form of a coexistence of competing schemas (Palmer and Dunford, 2002; Bailey and 
Neilsen, 1992). In each case, schema change involves the elaboration of pre-existing schemas 
through the addition of new beliefs, functionally deleting old beliefs, creating, adding or 
modifying relationships among beliefs (Thompson and Hunt, 1996). We also acknowledge 
the possibility of schema change attempts serving to reinforce pre-existing schemas (Davis, 
Maranville and Obloj, 1997) or partial schema change. 
 
We seek to extend existing research in the context of this model of schema change. Three 
inter-related research questions drive this research: 
1. Is there evidence of a qualitative shift in implicit organizational leadership schema 
following the introduction of a new leadership schema? 
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2. What factors explain leadership schema change outcomes? 
3. What schema change dynamics contribute to schema change or lack of change? 
 
METHOD 
 
This research is based on a three-year longitudinal case study investigation of efforts to 
transform a technical public organization responsible for infrastructure construction and 
maintenance. The present study was part of a larger study designed to investigate various 
aspects of the transformation of the case organization. Because we are concerned with 
organizational members’ sensemaking and efforts to interpret, construct and reframe leading-
managing schema, an interpretive case study design (Mason, 2002) was employed. 
Interpretive approaches are appropriate when peoples’ ‘interpretations, perceptions, meanings 
and understandings’ are the primary data sources (Mason, 2002: 56). 
 
Case organization 
 
The case organization is a spatially differentiated public technical infrastructure organization 
undergoing transformational change. The case organization was selected on three grounds. 
First, the organization is undergoing transformational change triggered by the decision to 
implement a new government policy; the initial change was a division of the organization 
into two separate though interdependent organizations. Second, a new CEO was appointed 
some four years after the initial radical organizational restructure. The CEO spent six months 
sense-making to determine and determined that the transformation of organizational 
leadership was a key to successful transformational change. To support this, the CEO 
designed, based on his own experience of change, a leadership philosophy that, if embedded, 
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would facilitate OT. Third, the CEO was willing to make every part of the organizational 
accessible to the researchers, consistent with his leadership philosophy. 
 
The CEO designed Three Frames leadership (Alignment Frame, Relationship Frame and the 
Performance Frame) to facilitate ongoing organization transformation, not just among the 
managerial elite but across all levels and functions of the organization. The Three Frames 
reflects a set of beliefs about leadership effectiveness; it is the CEOs leadership theory made 
explicit. Four key beliefs underpin the three frames; (1) the beliefs that a clear and 
compelling mission, vision and goals focus and motivate organizational members’ behavior; 
(2) the belief that aligning the formal and informal organization with this mission and vision 
(and appropriate sub-goals) is the key to success; (3) the belief that the best means of 
achieving alignment is through open two-way win-win negotiation with stakeholders; (4) the 
belief that ‘balanced’ measurement of performance is necessary to demonstrate success and 
learning; and (5) the belief that performance deficits can be addressed through identifying 
and resolving misalignments . 
 
Data collection strategy 
 
A total of sixty-three focus groups (encompassing 468 participants) and 54 semi-structured 
interviews were conducted on four occasions over a three-year period. Participants 
represented all organizational levels and organizational functions, managerial, technical-
professional and administrative. The mean age of participants in the study was 40.16 years 
(range 18 to 64 years). The mean tenure of participants was 13.9 years (range .01 to 45.1 
years). The relatively long average tenure of participants indicates that participants will have 
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developed a relatively shared and stable view of traditional organizational management-
leadership. 
 
Three questions were posed (in both focus groups and interviews) in each of the four 
interview rounds: 
How has the organization changed since [date of last visit]?: we wished to avoid reactivity. 
While Question 1 made no reference to the Three Frames, it provided respondents with the 
opportunity to select and explain the significance of any current organizational change they 
considered salient. Given the significance the CEO assigned the Three Frames and the 
investment in communicating it, we expected that the Three Frames would attract respondent 
attention. However, the organization was undergoing a series of major structural and systems 
changes at the same time. Any of these changes salient to respondents could be discussed and 
clarified. 
What messages are you getting about change in [the case organization]?: Question 2 was 
designed to provide respondents with the opportunity to explain in their own terms the 
change messages they were getting from change leaders. This provided an opportunity for 
respondents to clarify their understanding of the Three Frames and other changes salient to 
them. 
What sort of organization do you expect to see over [the next period]?: Question 3 provided 
respondents with the opportunity to indicate how change was contributing to the 
organization’s development and capacity to meet the emerging and future demands facing it. 
 
Interviews and focus groups, with the permission of participants, were audio taped. The 
audiotapes were either transcribed verbatim or summarized by key themes. In a selection of 
cases, audiotapes were both transcribed and summarized allowing us to identify and test that 
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our summaries accurately captured key themes. Two interviewers were present at all 
interviews and focus groups. The person not conducting the interview took notes, providing a 
basis for later discussion of interview themes and issues. Themes reflected in transcripts, 
summaries and notes were discussed to reach agreement on theme identification and theme 
interpretation. This process was aided by having a member of the case organization present at 
the research meetings to validate interpretation. 
 
Analytical strategy 
 
The issue of how schema change be determined poses significant analytical problems. For the 
purposes of this research four sources of evidence will be considered. First, schema change 
implies knowledge of the alternative schema, in this case, the Three Frames. Is there evidence 
of widespread knowledge of the Three Frames? Second, assuming knowledge of the Three 
Frames, is there evidence that organizational members can produce coherent explanations of 
the Three Frames? The ability to produce coherent explanations signifies a deep 
understanding of a concept (Keil, 2006). 
 
Third, because the Three Frames was expected to guide managerial behavior the integration 
of the Three Frames should be reflected in discussion of organizational change and change 
and its implementation. That is, if the Three Frames was integrated into organizational 
cognition, then it would be expected to be reflected in what respondents see reflected in 
organizational practice. Fourth, if the Three Frames has been integrated into organizational 
cognition then it would be expected that respondents would prefer the Three Frames over the 
pre-existing leading managing schema. 
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RESULTS 
 
To reiterate our research context; three frames leadership was designed to transform the way 
organizational members at all levels of the organization conceptualized (and practiced) 
leadership and that this transformation would facilitate the realization of the wider 
organizational transformation agenda. In this section we provide illustrative data on 
organizational members’ reactions to Three Frames leadership to determine whether there has 
been a qualitative shift in the way organizational members construe leadership. 
 
We note at the outset that while the study was longitudinal, the low frequency of, and 
declining explicit reference to the Three Frames across the research period made it difficult to 
treat the data longitudinally. Moreover, the data suggest very little change in respondents’ 
reports across the period of the study, suggesting a high degree of stability in respondents’ 
representations of organizational change, a finding congruent with some prior work on 
schema change though incongruent with others (Balogun and Johnson, 2004). Consequently, 
the data are treated as a single data set, not as longitudinal data. Under many circumstances, 
low and declining frequency of reference to the focal concept would be problematic. In the 
case of sensemaking, however, it constitutes a data source. 
 
Interviews with the CEO, with senior leaders of the organization revealed several strategies to 
embed the Three Frames (in our earlier and later discussion we relate this to juxtaposition and 
transition strategy). The CEO oversaw the formulation of a new mission and vision; sought to 
create an open and safe environment by sanctioning the confrontation of behavior 
incongruent with desired practice; created a Hotline that allowed members at any level in the 
organization to raise issues directly with the CEO; explained the Three Frames to managers 
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and staff and showed how it applied to addressing managerial issues confronting the 
organization; modeled the Three Frames process in his own practice; encouraged managers to 
explain the Three Frames to staff; printed posters with a graphical representation of the Three 
Frames for each office; developed a video presentation in which the Three Frames is 
explained; sanctioned workshops by skilled communication consultants; encouraged the 
development of case studies in which managers showed how the application of the 
Relationship Frame had helped resolve internal coordination problems and relationship 
problems with external stakeholders; and initiated blockage workshops to help managers and 
staff identify and resolve barriers to change. 
 
Some focus group discussions indicated very positive views of the three frames: 
‘Quite clearly [CEO] has been the biggest influence for change in this department. I 
think that Three Frames philosophy as he drove it certainly has got departmental 
support. He achieved that from being an outsider in a very short period of time and I 
think that’s starting to pay a lot of dividends’. 
 
For some the three frames appeared to have symbolic value; it represented a shift to more 
contemporary management and leadership. 
 
However, despite the CEO’s interventions, for the most part respondents did not mention it, 
did not understand it, and could not explain it. For example, it was viewed as being ‘just a 
poster on the wall with little impact on day to day work’, as being another “management 
ism”, to derogatory comments about content free management (as opposed to technical 
leadership). 
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There were however pockets of excellence and reports of personal transformation. 
Explanation of traditional leadership schema clearer and more coherent – some perceptions of 
loss 
Third, the Three Frames was viewed as complex and difficult to understand. In particular, the 
technical and administrative managers responsible for explaining and interpreting the Three 
Frames found it difficult to explain. When the CEO explained the model, they could 
understand it. However, when they had to explain it to others, they found it difficult and, 
more often than not, created confusion rather than clarity: 
‘You can hear [CEO] explain it (Three Frames) and it made perfect sense and 
someone else would try to explain it and it would be a bit of a muddle. So [CEO] 
made an effort to get around and explain it personally but it wasn’t always possible. I 
believe that where he was able to successfully do that, it was embedded …’ 
 
In the following sections we consider organizational members’ reactions to each of the key 
elements of three frames leadership to better understand their reasoning. 
 
Organizational mission and vision 
 
A key trigger for applying Three Frames leadership was a new organizational direction, a 
mission and vision. Three Frames leadership implicitly assumes that articulating what change 
leaders believe is a compelling mission and vision will galvanize and engage organizational 
members and it also implicitly assumes that organizational members believe that their efforts 
can influence the realization of the mission and vision. The evidence suggests that these 
conditions were not met in this organization. 
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Respondents viewed the traditional organization as driven by road building, technical 
excellence. The traditional focus was operational; why roads were being built was secondary 
to resolving the engineering problems associated with road construction and maintenance.  
 
The Three Frames focused heavily on visioning, goal setting and planning, long term (25 
years) medium term and short term and there was a perceived shift in the value of planning: 
There is a realization among respondents that: 
Yes OK, well future planning is really important and we do have to start looking at 
some pretty major uncertainties. 
 
Across the organization and across data collection points, there was a high level of 
uncertainty about organizational direction and the future of the organization: ‘it was anyone’s 
guess where the organization will be in five years time’ and ‘it is difficult to know where the 
future of the organization lies as higher management has not communicated its overall plan: 
and staff members are unsure and concerned about job security and future direction’. The 
future is outside their control: ‘future is dependent on the political climate of the time’. The 
view was that ‘it is all up to management. We just do the work’.  
 
The data on mission and vision does suggest a greater focus on both operational and strategic 
planning however there is much less evidence of a belief that organizational members’ efforts 
influenced the realization of organizational future. The evidence suggests a belief that they 
were pawns to the political elite. 
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Alignment 
 
A key belief reflected in the three frames framework is that the alignment of formal 
organizational arrangements (people, structures and processes) and informal organization 
(emotions, intellect, and values – employee engagement) with task demands facilitates 
successful goal achievement. Alignment or rather misalignment was a key theme in the data 
however this discussion was not contextualized within the three frames; it was more a 
reflection of pre-existing organizational beliefs; (1) that the organization could not manage 
change, (2) that the organization had a “Can do culture” which along with its positive 
connotation also indicated that planning was de-emphasized and (3) that people were 
expected do what they are told whatever the demands. 
 
Discussions of misalignment, at least from respondents’ perspectives, occurred in several 
contexts. For illustrative purposes we discussion perceived misalignment in redesign of 
organizational structure and in organizational change management (a key focus on the three 
frames). Structural redesign was a particularly compelling issue and dominated respondents’ 
discussion (we believe at the expense of three frames). Perceptions of misalignment 
depended on respondent location. Structurally and culturally the traditional organization was 
viewed as highly fragmented and decentralized. There were fourteen different organizational 
sites and fourteen different cultures.  
 
For district and regional office staff the value of this arrangement was discretion and 
autonomy to meet local client needs. Indeed, regional and district offices were proud of their 
capacity to innovate and customize service delivery. For Head Office managers, however, 
fragmentation and decentralization made organizational performance management virtually 
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impossible and they bemoaned the lack of standardized systems and procedures across the 
organization. Consequently, performance measurement was not well developed or practiced. 
However, there were clear overarching cultural beliefs: we are a ‘can-do culture’ and 
committed to ‘technical excellence’; ‘doing’ was more highly valued than ‘planning’ and 
they were very proficient in doing: ‘why am I bothered sitting here talking about this stuff 
[planning] when there’s actually roads to be built and things to be done out there’. 
 
The greater focus on performance reflected in the three frames required Structural change 
accompanied attempts to align organization and strategy. The CEO expanded the 
organization’s governance structure to encompass the top 25 managers (previously the top 4 
managers). Organizational managers experienced this change positively: 
‘When [change leader name] came he instituted the concept of the EMG [Executive 
Management Group] and that was something we hadn’t done before – getting a shared 
understanding at that level has probably been the single biggest thing [CEO] did’. 
 
 Creating a more integrated culture in place of the pre-existing fourteen different cultures 
proved elusive. The Three Frames, according to this view, did not focus on bringing ‘the 
organizational culture back where everybody starts to talk the same language’. 
 
The view of change management following the Three Frames differed little from the 
traditional. Indeed, the perception that the organization could not manage change was 
reinforced by respondents’ experience in the changing organization. Respondents’ ongoing 
concerns about change revolved around direction, consultation, coordination, resources, pace, 
and amount of change. Respondents felt that change was being imposed with insufficient 
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diagnosis and direction, “eleventh hour” consultation which provided no real opportunities 
for participation in change decisions. 
Change initiatives would come from different sections of Head Office with little apparent 
coordination and implementation involved ‘twelfth hour consultation’ and little capacity to 
influence the course of change. One manager reported that he saw himself: 
At the bottom of a funnel and change was being poured in from the top. 
 
There was a strong consensus across organizational levels that the traditional organization 
could not manage change: ‘we can’t manage change well, though we do it better than other 
departments’. Change is managed by the ‘chaos method with the majority of managers not 
knowing how to lead or encourage teamwork’. It is reactive and ad hoc rather than planned. 
There is frequently little time to consult, little time to develop effective implementation plans, 
and little time to absorb the amount of information that accompanies change. A truncation of 
the organization into owner-provider was described as a ‘messy divorce rather than a planned 
separation’. There were reports of intra- and inter-organizational conflict, high levels of stress 
and high uncertainty about how to realize required change. 
 
The Relationship Frame 
 
The Relationship Frame espouses the need to create two-way relationships based on 
establishing a clear understanding of the interests of those involved and, on this basis, 
negotiating win-win outcomes (internal source). Implementing the relationship frame was 
supported by communications workshops conducted by skilled external consultants. 
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Respondents characterized the organization’s traditional leader-employee relationship as hard 
engineering-leadership and I say – you obey big stick leadership style. ‘Hard engineering 
leadership’ implied an authority-obedience orientation. For example, a senior manager 
reported that ‘we are an obedient lot  ... we do what we are told’. For lower level staff ‘we do 
the work and we do what we’re told’. Consequently, communication tended to be very much 
top down; ‘you only speak when you are spoken to’. 
 
Despite the connotations of ‘big stick’ leadership, respondents viewed managers as 
benevolent and created significant levels of pride in and loyalty toward the organization, a 
point reflected in the fourteen-year average tenure of participants. In addition respondents 
saw significant value in the traditional leadership style. The value of ‘big stick’ leadership 
was ambiguity reduction: ‘we knew where we stood, cross the line and you do the time’. 
There was some nostalgia for this traditional management style: 
‘The department was driven from that engineering focus. We seem to have lost that 
really hard leadership we had back in those days.’ 
 
Respondents reported that in the traditional organization, Relationships with external 
stakeholders were governed more by technical considerations and less by social 
considerations. Decisions were made unilaterally on technical grounds. Actual or potential 
conflict in these relationships, particularly around conflicting interests was avoided or 
suppressed: from the perspective of technical experts not having to engage in messy conflicts 
was positive; as technical experts they had little background in managing communication and 
conflicts in the context of divergent interests. Consequently, decisions, particularly 
contentious decisions, were kept secret and only made public when ‘resumption notices 
appeared in the mail’. Reports of problematic relationships with external and internal 
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stakeholders were common. Senior project engineers reported some dysfunctional 
relationships with the community stakeholders and contractors on critical roads projects: 
some engineers had been subject to personal attacks (Manager interview). 
 
The relationship frame resulted in significant shifts in the way organizational members 
construed organizational relationships. 
‘I saw us as being very arrogant in our view of how we saw external things. [CEO] 
put us more back in focus of how we actually fit into the Whole of Government 
agenda and the whole of society in the community. So that’s how I see the really big 
changes that [CEO] brought in’. 
 
Traditional interpersonal dynamics in the top team had been dysfunctional, a reflection of the 
pressures that were imposed on the organization more widely following the way in which 
changes were decided and implemented in the mid-1990s. 
‘Every manager would shaft the other ones. I made it clear this was a safe 
environment. When it happened again I invited them in and told them what each had 
said about the other. This gave the impression that I was happy to hear about each 
problem as long as the other person was present’. 
 
Moreover, the organization captured, published and widely disseminated “success stories” 
detailing positive outcomes of efforts to achieve win-win outcomes in particularly difficult 
negotiations with various communities affected by infrastructure construction and 
maintenance. These success stories ‘travelled’ across the organization and were embedded in 
how people thought about their organization: ‘we are relational’. 
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The Three Frames contributed positively to internal communication and broke down some of 
the top down communication of the traditional organization: 
‘I really believe that [CEO’s] model provided an environment where it was OK to 
stand up for what you actually thought was, you know, right    and that created an 
environment where people could be themselves in an easier way, and I think that’s 
very important to the cultural change process’. 
 
The organization’s growing commitment to developing a relational capability is also reflected 
in changing attitudes towards professionals from other disciplines, women, and minority 
groups.  In this context one interviewee reported that: 
‘The engineering old boys club has started to be squeezed out.  There is recognition of 
other skills, economics, and accounting.  There is a real focus on modern leadership 
and an external focus.  [The organization] is engaging with the general public and 
politicians much better; open communication, cards on the table approach’. 
 
One top-level leader intervention that had a positive impact on relationship building was the 
concept of ‘check-in’ and ‘check-out’. A ‘check-in’ involved each individual sharing, at the 
beginning of a meeting, any issue, including emotional issues, that could or would affect their 
behavior at the meeting. A ‘check-out’ had a similar function at the end of the meeting. The 
object was to foster open communication in a safe environment to reduce what is typically 
called ‘back-stabbing’. One senior technical professional manager was positively influenced 
by this intervention: 
‘Ever since [CEO] came I start all meetings with a check-in and finish them with a 
check-out.  I find this very good.  This is one thing that [CEO] brought here which is a 
tangible thing that you can notice and works very well’. 
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These illustrative data reveal the significant shift in the way organizational members at all 
levels construed organizational relationships. A consistent comment made at all levels of the 
organization was that it was now a “much more pleasant place to work in.” 
 
Performance reporting 
 
Again, performance reporting was frequently mentioned in focus group discussions though 
this discussion was not contextualized within the three frames. Again, discussion of 
performance reporting was more a reflection of the pre-existing beliefs than an indication of a 
shift to a reframing of performance reporting within a holistic conception of managing. For 
example, local organizations were faced with various requests for management reports from 
different parts of Head Office, frequently information requests were partial duplicates though 
not in ways that reduced local workloads, they received no feedback on how the contribution 
their performance reporting effort was contributing to organizational success. Indeed, there 
was a strong belief that the data they generated was simply filed and not used. Faced with 
significant change demands, the traditional view of can-do still pervaded thinking and 
practice. 
 
Identifying and resolving misalignments 
 
A key three frames belief is that performance deficits can be explained by misalignments. 
There were very positive reports of CEO-facilitated attempts to identify and address 
misalignments. These efforts were referred to as blockage workshops. However, where the 
CEO was not involved there was little evidence of attempts to deal with misalignments. 
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Indeed, there was a high level of frustration across the organization with the lack of attention 
being given to addressing organizational problems. 
 
Summary 
 
The data suggest three key conclusions about the integration of three frames leadership. First, 
while one section of the organization viewed three frames implementation very positively, for 
the most part respondents (managerial and non-managerial) gave little explicit attention to the 
Three Frames. Discussion time was devoted to other changes occurring in the organization, 
particularly structural and systems changes. Second, the relationship frame (one of the three 
frames) was viewed very positively across the organization and the concept of “being 
relational” was well embedded with very positive outcomes related to external client 
relationships and internal relationship climate. Third, much of the discussion of 
organizational change was not contextualized within the three frames. Again, suggesting a 
misalignment between the three frames and direct perceived experience. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
This research focused on a CEO intervention to embed a new leadership philosophy in a 
technically oriented professional organization. In this section, we discuss our findings in the 
context of the general model of schema change introduced in the introduction to this paper 
(see Figure 1). For the purposes of this discussion we consider the model in three parts; (1) 
leadership schema change outcomes, (2) top-down change leader initiatives and (3) 
individual cognitive processing and social information processing. We note at this point that 
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these three discussion points are highly interrelated; addressing them in a linear sequential 
way poses problems. 
 
Leader schema change outcomes 
 
Our findings indicate that the anticipated leadership schema change did not occur at the level 
of the organization, at least as a coherent and integrated means-ends schema. The evidence 
indicates that the vast majority of organizational members did not acknowledge it, did not 
know about it and/or could not explain how it might benefit them, despite the significant 
investment in communicating the three frames (the juxtaposition and transition strategies). 
Much of the discussion in focus groups and interviews revolved around other changes 
occurring in the organization, particularly structural and systems changes, indicating that the 
organizational members’ concept of leadership was not activated (see discussion below). 
 
The difficulties managers found in explaining the Three Frames to staff is particularly 
striking; being able to explain a concept implies a well developed and coherent schema (Keil, 
2006). Moreover, if leadership schema change had occurred there would be evidence that 
organizational members’ representation of the ‘leadership environment’ would be more 
congruent with what is espoused in the three frames. The plethora of competing changes also 
impacted on organizational members’ ability to activate their thinking about leadership. 
Issues associated with the implementation of a new structure and new systems dominated 
their attention and. 
 
In addition, focus group discussion suggested that three critical beliefs more consistent with 
traditional organizational leadership persisted, despite the three frames intervention. 
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Specifically, organizational members did not believe they could influence organizational 
outcomes whereas three frames leadership assumed this (also see Schofield, 2001). Second, 
organizational members believed that the organization could not manage change (which the 
three frames was designed to address). Third, organizational members believed that 
managers’ behavior was regressing to more traditional interaction styles, there were trust 
issues (also see Labianca et al, 2000). Nevertheless, there were pockets of excellence where 
organizational leaders and their staff had incorporated the Three Frames. 
 
While the three frames as an integrated schema was not well integrated into organizational 
cognition, the relationship frame (one of the three frames) was. Despite reports of regression 
to pre-existing communication styles across the period of the research, the concept of being 
‘relational’ was widely integrated into managerial and organizational cognition. The 
Relationship Frame was construed as filling a capability gap in the organization; structural 
change had created high levels of intra-organizational conflict both vertically and laterally 
across the organization, ‘being relational’ made a significant difference to addressing this 
conflict. These findings support a conclusion of sub-schema change rather than schema 
change.  
 
Leader initiatives 
 
As our model suggests, change leaders play a critical though not exclusive role in triggering 
schema change. Effective transformational change leaders need to establish that the pre-
existing implicit leadership schema constrains organizational members’ ability to respond 
appropriately to triggering events or situations (can’t generate responses consistent with 
addressing the issue successfully and/or respond in ways that makes the situation worse). 
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Second, effective change leaders need to frame an alternative leadership schema that if 
integrated into organizational cognition would permit organizational members to generate 
appropriate responses to the change-triggering conditions. Finally, effective change leaders 
determine how to juxtapose the new leadership schema with the pre-existing schema and 
design supportive transition strategies that increase the likelihood of individuals engaging in 
change-relevant cognitive processing, a prerequisite for successful schema change.  
 
In our case study, these conditions appear to have been met. Our findings suggest that prior to 
the Three Frames leadership intervention, the organization was struggling to realize its 
transformational change agenda. The organization was plagued with inter-group and inter-
organizational conflict and there was significant conflict in the top-management team. These 
conditions were unlikely to improve without intervention. Second, Three Frames leadership 
did appear to be a viable alternative; had it been embedded across the organization many of 
the issues raised by respondents could have been addressed. Consequently, integrating the 
Three Frames into shared cognition in this organization did require fundamental change in 
the traditional implicit leadership schema. The data suggest a high degree of discontinuity 
between pre-existing leading-managing schema (strong hierarchical, though generally 
benevolent leadership that assumed obedience meeting and Three Frames thinking and 
practice. 
 
Third, the CEO’s juxtaposition and associated organizational changes seemed exemplary. 
The pre-existing leadership approach was not denigrated and there was clear alignment 
between change interventions and three frames thinking and practice. However, as we 
indicated earlier organizational members leadership category was not activated and could be 
be effectively represented cognitively. Three issues did stand out however. As discussed 
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above, lower level managers found it difficult to communicate the three frames and to 
commit to and reinforce the supportive organizational changes, there were several competing 
changes, and persistent and incongruent beliefs.  
 
Individual and social information processing 
 
Here, we reinforce the points made earlier. Organizational leadership schema as not activated 
preventing the necessary cognitive processing required to represent leadership, conduct 
cognitive comparison between prior leadership schema and the three frames. This was not the 
case with the relationship frame however. Organizational members did process information 
on what they referred to as ‘being relational.’ This processing, we argue, had less to do with 
dialectical processes and more to do with teleological processes (Van de Ven and Poole, 
1995). Being relational was more consistent with implicit values, implicit values served as 
goals towards which organizational members strived. 
 
For the most part, social information processing reinforced pre-existing leadership schemas, 
rather than shaped schema change. In discussion there was a tendency to pinpoint the 
contradictions between what leaders’ espoused and what leaders did. The constant finding of 
fault served to reinforce existing beliefs, not change them. 
 
Our research makes four key contributions to the literature on leadership schema change and 
schema change more generally. First, we present a model of schema change to facilitate 
theory development and research. Second, our research establishes that the existing literature 
under-estimates the importance of category/schema activation. Change interventions 
designed by CEOs do not necessarily activate cognitive processing by organizational 
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members, despite a significant investment or resources. Third, we argue that the successful 
integration of the relationship frame has less to do with dialectical process and more to do 
with teleological processes. Our findings suggest that more attention should be given to 
teleological processes (Van de Ven and Poole, 1995) in schema change. 
 
Fourth, our results provide qualified support for Labianca, Gray and Brass’ (2000) Iterative 
Comparison Theory. In their study, Labianca, Gray and Brass argued that schema change 
(organizational decision making schema) was the result of individual level cognitive change 
followed by social negotiation and shared schema and that this process led to the replacement 
of the pre-existing schema with the new schema. In our study, we were not able to determine 
this sequence. Consistent with Labianca et al., (2000), however, we found that organizational 
members closely monitored the behavior of higher level managers to determine if their 
behavior supported espoused leading-managing and particularly relational behavior. In our 
study, we found this monitoring frequently led to reinforcing of pre-existing leading-
managing schema: across the period of the research there were increasing levels of perceived 
regression of managers’ behavior reported. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This research investigated efforts by a new CEO to embed a new leading-managing 
philosophy across an organization to support wider organization transformation. In many 
respects the CEO’s interventions were exemplary. However, the new leadership schema was 
not integrated into the way organizational members thought about or practiced leadership. In 
many respects organizational members’ reports painted a picture of leadership practice that 
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was contrary to the three frames. Nevertheless, there was major success. The relationship 
frame was well integrated. Respondents saw the organization as being ‘good at relationships.’ 
 
Our findings highlight the need for more research in this area. Schema change is necessary if 
organizations are to transform successfully (Bartunek, 1984; Bartunek, 1993) yet relatively 
little attention has been given to understanding the dynamics of schema change at the 
organizational level. More research attention should be devoted to designing new leadership 
frames, juxtaposition and transition strategies that increase the likelihood of cognitive 
processing by organizational members. 
 
We acknowledge the limitations of our study. First, it could be argued that we might have 
achieved different results had we asked specifically about the Three Frames in our interview 
questions rather than allowing respondents to raise the issue spontaneously. However, we felt 
that our approach provided data on how salient organizational members viewed an 
intervention considered by the CEO to be central to the transformation of the organization.  
 
The findings reported here have important implications for practice. The findings suggest that 
change leaders seeking to change their organization’s leading-managing schema (a) need to 
have a clear understanding of the beliefs and value structure of new and pre-existing schema, 
as information about new ways of thinking and acting will be interpreted in terms of those 
pre-existing, (b) can determine where clashes exist and where positive connections between 
new and pre-existing beliefs might be made, (c) can create and facilitate forums designed to 
help participants openly address inter-schema comparisons in ways that facilitate change. We 
believe that the concept of teaching new schema to the organization, rather than to the 
organizational elite only, does provide a new perspective on organizational transformation. 
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However, we acknowledge that an organization is a very complex ‘classroom,’ however 
organizational transformation relies heavily on aligning leadership thinking and practice with 
transformational goals. 
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Figure 1: A general model of schema change 
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